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A Short History of the Life
of N. J.Blagen
Introduction

In 1920 the Danish immigrant Niels Jensen Blagen looked back
on his long, vigorous life, fifty years of which had been spent in the
United States, and composed the autobiographical sketch which
follows . Perhaps it was characteristic of N. J. Blagen that, as a man
of action, he did not spend more time than he did recounting his
remarkable career as a builder and lumberman in the Pacific
Northwest. In an English that sometimes betrays through unusual
phrasing the writer's foreign origin, Blagen takes the reader from
1850 and Rabylille on the island of M0n to 1920 and Portland,
Oregon. With selective memory he focuses on events in his life and
their significance for him at the age of seventy. The very special
fascination of this immigrant's memories stems from the fact that
his adult career was closely linked with the development of the
Pacific Northwest from the late 1870's through the early decades of
the 1900's.
N. J. Blagen was, in fact, one of the individuals, most of whose
names are missing in history books, who actually built the cities,
industries, and transportation systems of Oregon and Washington
one hundred years ago. Major financiers and speculators such as
William S. Ladd, George Markle, and Henry Villard are
remembered in the annals of Portland for the projects their money
paid for. In the construction trades it was men like N. J. Blagen, on
the second level of entrepreneurship, who personally directed the
work of building railroads, mills, and the urban architecture of the
time. Unlike tens of thousands of Scandinavian-Americans who
remained workers and subcontractors all their lives in New York,
Boston, Chicago, and points west, Blagen initiated a highly
successful career as a private builder and millman. All of this is
described in Blagen's terms in his "Short History." It is, in fact, the
shortness of the history that prompts these introductory comments
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aimed at filling in the context and highlighting the significance of
the work to which Blagen may devote only a few lines or a few
paragraphs. These remarks will not do full justice to the topics
Blagen's life brings up for discussion, such as the early architecture
of Portland and the booming lumber business of Grays Harbor,
Washington. Readers with special interest in railroad construction
will likewise miss a more ample report on the enormous
engineering achievements in 1886-87 when the Northern Pacific
Railroad crested the Washington Cascades at Stampede Pass. B. J.
Blagen's career invites many explanatory asides.
We are startled by the first personal memory Blagen retrieves
from early childhood in the mid-1850's . The death, by drowning in
the Baltic, of three older brothers and sisters, evoked an innocent
lack of comprehension in the four-year-old boy. His subsequent
memories of family life in Denmark remind us that childhood, at
least as far as playful leisure is concerned, typically ended before
puberty. Looking back, N. J. Blagen seems not to have resented the
need in working-class families for mere youngsters to be as
productive as their strength and skills permitted. He remembers
precisely the wages - eight dollars for the season - he was paid as
a gooseherd at the age of eight. Already at the age of twelve Blagen
showed inventive skills as a commercial fisherman that seem to
predict the adult who took pleasure in a job well done and in the
tangible rewards of competitive work. This thread is woven by
Blagen through his autobiography: creative hard work and the
capacity to respond to challenges in the rough-and-tumble world
of business. Yet Blagen reminds us through several anecdotes that
he was a fairminded man who would not give short weight,
although he himself received it often enough, not the least at the
hands of his father in Denmark.
Blagen's father appears in these memories as a dark, ambiguous
figure, a man "who was not given to praise his children at all or
give us credit for anything." Still, the son had no small amount of
strained affection for his irascible fathe.r:. Blagen quotes his father:
"I don't know what I'm going to do now when Niels leaves me, but
I want to say this, there is something to him and he will make a
mark for himself in the world ." Can we suspect that Niels Blagen
expended considerable effort in his life proving his worth to the
critical father of his childhood? Many motivations of dynamic
people spring from the child's need to be valued and loved by
closest relatives long since gone. In any case the elder Blagen was
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influential in ways not entirely disclosed by the factual account of
his son's life.
Forced by his father to go to sea as a sailor around the age of
fifteen, Blagen despised the conditions he endured but especially
rebelled at the tyranny to which boys were subjected at the hands
of mates and officers on merchant ships. (Similar humiliations were
often the lot of soldiers and explains why draft-dodging was a
minor cause of emigration.) In a reflective comment on labormanagement relations in the 1860's and 1920's, Blagen condemns
the cruelty of authoritarian masters but frowns equally in 1920 on a
working place where the laborers, through collective power we
presume, dictate to highly trained professionals how a job shall be
accomplished. As a mature, sensitive adult, Blagen saw firsthand

"The Blagen Block," Portland, Oregon
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the severe conditions that gave life to the union movement in
industrial America. We do not learn directly from the autobiographical sketch how he, as the employer of thousands of
workers over the decades, personally dealt with the dilemma of
balancing workers' rights with the initiatives and wishes of the
"boss."
To be a draftee in the Danish Army was far from the twentyyear-old Blagen's wish in 1870, and there seems to have been little
at all to hold him in Denmark. Happenstance and a ticket bought
with a loan brought him, hungry but none the worse for wear, to
Albert Lea, Minnesota, in the spring of 1871. Farm work in
southern Minnesota was brief prelude to several years (1871-76) in
Chicago, where he quickly earned enough in construction work to
pay the passage for his brother and sister. As a capable carpenter
and draftsman Blagen picked up the skills necessary to be a
contractor, but in early 1876 he lost all his money to some sharp
operators "by a smooth trick of law" permissible under the statutes
of Illinois. Discouraged in the Midwest, he arrived in San Francisco
in 1876 and later, in 1877, in Astoria, Oregon.
On the Pacific coast, at the mouth of the Columbia River,
Blagen returned to the livelihood he had learned well as a boy:
commercial fishing on a moderately large scale. A certain
reluctance to take risks with his money, and the drowning of his
brother Peter in 1880 turned Niels Blagen from Columbia River
fishing back to "mechanical work." Following a stint in The Dalles,
where he built the courthouse and other structures, Blagen
submitted the lowest bid on the project known in the history of
Portland as the Portland Flouring Mills. Located on the east shore
of the Willamette River in (then) Albina, the mills, completed in
1883, were described by a contemporary: "The flour mills occupy
two immense buildings of seven stories in height, and turn out a
product that not only feeds our own people, but goes the world
over. 1 William S. Ladd was the financier and speculator who
incorporated the mills. When he died in 1893, about half his estate
consisted of 4000 acres of undeveloped real estate in the Portland
and Tacoma areas. This illustrates with what manner of men
Blagen was dealing at this point in his career. The Pacific
Northwest, and Portland in particular, were a boom region in the
United States. The Willamette Valley offered superb conditions for
agriculture and growth; the world of high finance invested heavily
in the future of the region, and the key to that future was convenient and continuous railway connections with the "inland empire"
- 48-

between the Cascades and the Rocky Mountains and, continuing
eastward, with the Midwest.
The engineering problem that vexed the railroad builders of the
1870' s was the seemingly impassable topography of the Cascade
Mountains. The Northern Pacific Railroad, chartered by Congress
in 1864, was built with hundreds of millions in stocks and bonds
bought by American and foreign investors. But money alone was
not enough, for no satisfactory route through the Cascades was
found to directly link Minneapolis with Puget Sound. An alternate
route down the Columbia River to Portland was chosen. From
Portland a branch line would go north to Tacoma and Seattle, but
this was a secondary and dependent status the financial interests in
the Puget Sound cities deplored. Henry Villard, the Portland-based
president of the Northern Pacific from the late 1870's until 1883,
favored the Columbia River route for the simple reason that it
promoted his business interests. But with his departure in 1883, no
obstacle stood in the way of a renewed effort to locate a Cascade
crossing that would bypass Portland and go directly to TacomaSeattle (as required by the charter and landgrants of 1864). Such a
crossing was finally identified by surveyors: Garfield Pass, later
renamed Stampede Pass, seventy-three miles east of Tacoma.
The direct Cascade route to Tacoma and Seattle required the
construction of new rail from Pasco westward over the mountains,
and it was on the most difficult portion of the route, deep in the
Cascades, that N. J. Blagen was a contractor to help build the
railroad. Not only did he oversee the construction of bridges and
trestles from Ellensburg to a point near Green River Hot Springs, he
also supplied ties for all this section of the line and timber for the
Stampede Tunnel, the 1.8 mile-long bore through the mountain at
an elevation of 2852 feet. The Cascade route and tunnel together
shortened the distance from Chicago to Seattle by 117 miles, but
before the tunnel was completed in 1887 a system of railway
switchbacks was built by N . J. Blagen and others over the summit,
bypassing the tunnel under construction. Eight miles of torturous
track, with grades as steep as 5.6%, were required to go slightly
over two horizontal miles. This temporary switchback system was
finished in June 1887; the tunnel was opened in May 1888. The
switchback system engineered by N. J. Blagen and his associates
was a minor miracle of railroading, but not heavy loads could be
carried on it. The Northern Pacific gladly abandoned it when
Stampede Tunnel opened the following year. Blagen noted "that
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work in the Cascade Mountains in '86 and '87 was very severe on
me and I shall always feel the effect of it."
In 1888 N. J. Blagen built a structure, unmentioned in "A Short
History," which is today a landmark in the historically important
architecture of Portland, Oregon. At the comer of NW 1st Avenue
and Couch Street stands the "Blagen Block," a four-story
commercial structure built for $50,000 to house the business of W.
C. Noon and Co., a manufacturer of canvas and canvas products.
For this project Blagen hired the prominent Portland architect
Warren H. Williams, who chose cast-iron for the building material.
In so doing he was following the mode of his time. Decorative castiron fronts were a feature of architecture in San Francisco already
in the 1850's. By the 1880's both San Francisco and Portland were
notable for the number of cast-iron fronted buildings gracing the
cities. But the disastrous earthquake and fire of 1906 severed San
Francisco's architectural link with its past. Today Portland vies
with New York City in its collection of preserved iron-fronted
structures, and among these the "Blagen Block" is a fine example.
The embellishments of the iron front - eleven-foot columns and
three-foot-high arches - bespeak the commercial prosperity of late
nineteenth-century Portland. The Blagen Block is a grand survivor
from a period when its style was typical of the city's appearance. 2
In the final decades of his active career Blagen turned again to
lumber, the paramount industry in the Pacific Northwest and the
one to which so many Scandinavian immigrants were attracted. In
1904 Blagen built a modern sawmill in Hoquiam in Grays Harbor.
Grays Harbor, famous and infamous for its wild mill towns
(Aberdeen, Cosmopolis, Hoquiam), thrived on immense stands of
prime Douglas fir in the vicinity. One particularly dense stand,
measuring thirty-six square miles, was profitably
logged
3
continuously for thirty years. Blagen's plant - Grays Harbor
Lumber Company - eventually had a 1, 100-foot wharf for the
water-transport of timber and employed up to 850 people. In the
1920's the sawmill was converted to electric power, and its
independent production was sufficient to supply electricity to the
Grays Harbor Railway and Light Co. when the need arose. When
N. J. Blagen retired to Portland in 1919, his sons Clarence, Henry,
and Frank continued the thriving business in Hoquaim. 4
Niels Jensen Blagen and Johanna Marie Erickson (born in
Holmestrand, Norway) were married in San Francisco in 1876.
They were the parents of seven children: Emma, Walter, Clarence,
Florence, Henry, Frank, and Celeste, of whom Walter died in
-50-

childhood. The printing here of "A Short History" has been made
possible by N. J. Blagen 's daughter Celeste B. Blomquist and a
nephew , Frank Blagen. Mrs. Blomquist's memories of certain
details appear as footnotes to the text.
The text has been edited to the extent that some punctuation has
been added or changed to improve readability . A few sentences
have been slightly modified in the same spirit . In the interest of
space two short sections have been deleted. In the first pages of "A
Short History" Blagen provides his very critical view of Christian
IX as Danish monarch. While interesting, it is not in the least
autobiographical. The story of a fight with a mill owner's
pampered son was dropped; it does not materially add to our
picture of Blagen's youth. Finally, Blagen's list of his children was
moved to this introduction.

by NIELSJ.BLAGEN
I was born July 18th, 1850, at Rabylille S0, Stege, M0en,
Denmark , Europe . I was born during the time when my father , Jens
Peter Anderson Blagen, was serving in the war with Germany
during the years 1848 and 1851 when the Germans were trying to
take Sleswig-Holstein from Denmark . As Denmark was comparatively unprepared for war, the Germans with an army of 40,000
men overran all of the western part of Denmark. This came
unexpectedly upon the Danish Army , but in a short time they
organized 8,000 men that drove the Germans back into their own
country and won a decisive victory, but in 1864 they renewed the
fight after the death of King Christian VII . . ...
While the foregoing has nothing in particular to do with the
history of my life, yet the chances are that it has had a material
influence on my whole life's career for the reason that Denmark
was a military nation just for the reason that they never knew when
Germany was going to fall upon them and kill and destroy them
and take as mu~h of the country as they wanted. This meant that I
would have to.be drafted in the military service in a very short time
had I remained in Denmark, and having heard my father tell of the
horrible experiences in the four years of war in which he was
wounded three times, I had my mind fully made up that I would
not serve a country that was training their young men to military
service and then have the King who controlled it sell out part of
their country to the Germans just for political honor and position,
- 51-

and, therefore, I left for what I considered a more prom1smg
country for a young man, which I will explain more fully later.
Our family consisted of three boys and four girls. I was the
fourth. As stated, I was born during my father 's absence in the war,
the youngest of four children. They say I was very delicate and was
not expected to live. Under the rule and belief of the Lutheran
Church it was necessary for a child to be baptized or christened in
order to enter the Kingdom of Heaven, and it was always
customary to sprinkle little children very young, and in my case it
had to be hurried for fear I would die. As the minister could not be
secured in time, the school teacher was authorized under the law to
administer this ordinance, which was done, but they say that
immediately after this I refused to die and became better and got
perfectly well. As my mother had only about $2.50 a month from
the Government for the support of herself and family when father
was in the war, it became necessary for her to go out to work, and
while so doing she locked us four children in the house, I being the
baby, and I can only imagine what kind of times we all had, but
nevertheless, that part of it came out all right.
When I was at the age of four and one-half years the three older
than I, a girl twelve, a girl eight, and a boy six, ventured out on the
ice on the ocean one winter day to see a great iceberg that had
formed about three-quarters of a mile offshore. In approaching the
iceberg from the shore side they came upon new ice that had just
been formed during the night and broke through. All three were
drowned. One of the earliest recollections of my childhood is that
when I was told my brother was drowned I thought immediately,
"Swell, I will get his clothes," and I was very anxious to have them
because I thought he was dressed like a boy and I was dressed like a
girl. About two days later when they brought in the bodies and I
saw blood coming from his ear, then I changed my mind and felt
sorry because then I realized he was hurt. My next recollection was
where they were laid out, all three of them, and there was a white
spread over them which was not to be touched, of course, by the
children, but I would invariably go there and throw off one corner
so I could see their faces and I could not understand why they
would not get up and play with me.
At the age of six I was sent to the public school, which, by the
way, were very good schools even in that day, but my people were
comparatively poor and at the age of eight I was sent to herd geese
for the summer season while I was out of school and my
compensation for it was $8.00 for the season, which at that time
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seemed considerable money to me. The beginning of this employment was quite pleasant and I got along fine until one day I
remember very plainly that while I was out in the field herding the
geese, about thirty-two of them, I laid down between two potato
rows and looked up into the clouds admiring them, especially
because my mother had told me that my two sisters and brother
were up in heaven, and while looking up and watching and
thinking about this, and believing, as my mother had told me, that
I should see them some day, I got sleepy and went sound asleep.
The geese went into the wheat field and helped themselves until
some of them were ready to burst, as they had overeaten. At this
time the proprietor came along and called for his herder, who was
not to be found, but after chasing the geese out of the field I woke
and got up, and he took a stick and gave me one of the worst
lickings I ever had, and while I felt that I deserved it in a way, I
thought he overdid it and I resented it, and made up my mind then
and there that I was going to find a way out of it if I could. The next
morning bright and early, after I had done the chores, I took what
little belongings I had and I struck out for the ocean beach which
was only a short distance from the farm, and there I was out of
sight on account of a bluff that was immediately back of the shore
line, and escaped to my home which was about three miles away.
When I reached home I faced another difficulty because my father
wanted to know what was the matter and why I ran away, and
when I told him he promised me another good, sound, thrashing,
which I got, but at the same time I was stubborn enough to refuse
to go back. A few hours later the farmer appeared and wanted my
father to compel me to go back, which would have been done had
they not gotten into a heated controversy and discussion. My
father got angry and was going to whip him and altogether it
resulted in my being allowed to stay at home with a promise that I
was to be treated pretty severely to show me that that kind of
running away from employment would not be tolerated.
In the meantime I went back to school again and continued
reasonably steady during the school months, which were only
about six months in the year.
My father was in the fishing business on the Baltic Sea and this
was not a bad business at all if it had been carefully and systematically followed in a businesslike way. When I was twelve years of
age I contrived some fishing nets which I placed in an outlet from a
fresh water lake to the ocean where I had noticed there was a large
amount of fish during certain seasons of the year. The first night
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that I had one of these nets installed I got it so full of fish that it
could not be taken out, but had to be cut open and the fish taken
out one at a time. I sold these fish at a very good price and was doing remarkably well making considerable money. While it did not
amount to so very much it seemed a great deal to me . My father,
however, was a man who did not believe in encouraging his boys to
do things for themselves, but to do it all for him, and as soon as he
found out he compelled me to give him every cent I had made.
This, of course, discouraged me to some extent, but I went on
nevertheless and did fairly well for some time.
At about this time I fell in with quite a number of Swedish
fishermen, who came over from the southern part of Sweden to fish
a kind of speckled flounder that abounds in the Baltic, but under
the International Laws they were not allowed to come nearer the
Danish Coast than four miles, that is, to fish, but they came ashore
to buy provisions and such supplies as they needed from time to
time, and while they were trying to teach me Swedish and having a
good deal of fun at my expense, an old Swede one day asked me if I
wouldn't like to go on a fishing trip with them, and boylike, of
course, I was ready to go and did, and I noticed that when they
pulled out these nets that had been standing a couple of days a long
distance from the shore they filled these great big fishing boats with
fish that were very valuable. They had open compartments in these
boats where the fish were put into and the sides of these compartments were perforated with holes so that the water could flow
through continually and keep the fish alive until they reach
Copenhagen, Stockholm, or other important cities where they
disposed of them.
While on this fishing trip I began to think that if there was such
an amount of fish four miles offshore, what would be immediately
inside of there, where they were not allowed to fish, and the Danes
had never at that time learned to catch any of these fish and knew
nothing about them. I was wondering how I could get some kind of
a net and see if there were any fish or not. In looking around I
happened to see an old net in the back of the boat and asked what it
was for and why didn't they put it out. They answered it was too
old and decayed and would not hold fish and when they got home
they would just throw it away but would save the line, lead and
cork. I was wondering if I couldn't buy it and so I asked the old
man if he wouldn't sell it to me. He laughed and said , "Yes, you can
have it for $3.00." I didn't have $3.00, but after getting ashore I
managed to get the money from my mother, or at least in some way
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I got it and bought the net. I knew very well that it was too far gone
to expect to fish with it, but I knew enough about making nets at
that time that if I could only get the pattern, that is, size of the
mesh, kind of twine, size of line, lead and cork, and all the other
dimensions, I could easily make new nets.
My brother who was a year and a half younger than I had been
trained to the ocean as well as myself from the time we were very
small so that we were fully capable at this time to take a boat and
go out in the ocean. We put out this old net to try and see what
would happen. The next morning it was so full of fish that we could
not get it into the boat without it just tearing to pieces and we had
to do the best we could with all kinds of hooks to drag the fish and
net in. But the problem had been solved. We knew now that fish
were there and we knew how to make the nets.
We then started in rather a secret sort of way to make nets little
by little for we had no money and my father was not the kind of
man who would encourage us in any way to do a thing of this kind
because to him it seemed foolish. Nevertheless, we fished a little
and made nets from the proceeds, which my father allowed us until
he saw we were doing well. Then he took it all. In the meantime we
had developed an industry that was paying remarkably well and if
we had been only a little bit encouraged in our work and allowed to
keep a good percentage of the money we could have developed an
industry that would have been a little fortune to any ordinary man,
for we two boys for the period of about four months each summer
would make from $50.00 to $75.00 every night and that, in that
country, was a fortune, and it could have been developed
considerably more, as already stated, if we had had the right kind
of backing and encouragement.
We managed to keep our contrivance a secret for four years, or
practically so. Of course, people knew that we were doing this
fishing business, but they thought it was all foolish, but at the end
of four years it leaked out and then all the fishermen on the coast
developed it and it has become a very important industry which is
still carried on to this day. No doubt it would have been developed
in some other way without me having anything to do with it, but
the point is that I had four years' advantage over the others and it
would have been enough time to have established a very
substantial business enterprise and make considerable money
before the others got into it.
At the time I was thirteen and fourteen years of age I handled
my father 's fishing business and was in charge of the boats in the
-55-

open ocean, having older men working under me. While I had
many a narrow escape, yet I never had an accident and no one was
ever hurt or harmed in any way while out on the ocean with me.
The fishing I now refer to was more of a larger and older
established business, namely, such as herring, codfish and other
kinds of fish that we got in great quantities certain seasons of the
year. This could also have been made a much more profitable
business than it was had it been handled in a more businesslike
way. I remember one occasion when I was sent away for two
weeks, lying on the open ocean most of the time, going in just long
enough to dispose of the catch which was very large, and during
those two weeks we averaged over $100.00 a night, and when you
consider that a man's labor was worth from 10 to 15 cents a day at
that time, this was doing remarkably well. If my father would have
allowed us to invest the money we were making to expand the
business we could have done a great deal more, and that was what I
was striving for all the time because I was inclined to be ambitious
to do something beyond the ordinary boy. I didn 't consider that I
was so capable, or that I was particularly smart, or anything of that
kind, but I had a great ambition that I wanted to do something that
the average boy could not do, or did not do, but I did not get very
far because my father would invariably take the money, no matter
how much we made and spend it sometimes very foolishly, as he
was inclined to go off on a spree. He was not a man that would
drink every day to any extent, but when he did go off for several
days he would drink quite heavily and also gamble. That meant
that we were always kept in poverty.
I might say in passing that I continued fairly steady in school
until I was fourteen or a little over, but as the school season was
short it gave me a good deal of time to attend to other things, such
as fishing in season, and besides we always got up very early in the
morning along about four o'clock, sometimes earlier, and had to do
considerable work before school hours and the same way in the
evening after school.
I was quite mechanically inclined. From the earliest time I can
remember I was making various things . I even went so far as to
make different articles and sell them when I was only nine and ten
years old and at the age of fourteen on my own hook I put a stock
on a double barreled shotgun and finished it, and when completed
my father was so proud of it that he called in a gunsmith and asked
him about it, and the gunsmith told him it was done as well as he
could do, and while my father was not given to praise his children
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at all or give us credit for anything, yet I could plainly see that he
took considerable pride in showing this to different people. I made
a good many small boats and ships, rigged them out and sold
several of them.
When I finished school my father had already for several years
impressed upon me that I should go to sea and start in as a sailor.
This was against my whole being and I rebelled, but without avail.
He forced me to go. I went out and was gone for a little over a year,
sailing in ships around to different ports of Europe, but the more I
sailed the less I liked it as I thought it was the most horrible life that
a person could contemplate and there was no future to it.
On one of my trips coming back from Scotland to Denmark we
struck one of the most serious storms that I have ever known or
encountered. We were left adrift for a number of days and drifted
a long ways up north and got into a very cool atmosphere. We lost
a number of our sails, part of the rigging, part of our masts and
were in a very sore, dilapidated condition. I was only a mere boy
and had only hired out as a boy, but owing to the fact that I had
had so much experience with fishing boats, handling them under all
conditions in the open ocean I was thoroughly trained to steer, and,
therefore, I could steer the ship better than any sailor on board, and
as I was on the Captain's watch he made it a practice to leave me at
the wheel to steer the ship eight hours at a time while he was down
in the cabin taking it easy or reading his papers, except when I had
some important work to do aloft, then he would come and take the
wheel and I would have to go up into the rigging and take the place
of a sailor. This was really beyond my capacity and very dangerous
because I had not had the experience, and I remember so well one
dark night that one of the sails aloft had to be taken in. I was sent
up together with some other sailors to do this job. Everything was
covered with ice. As I went up in my mind I bid my mother goodbye because I felt sure I could never come down alive again. It was
a frightful experience. I was out at the end of one of the yards
which was being dipped into the ocean and several times I went
clear into the water myself and came out again. I think I was up
there fully an hour under these conditions and I had no idea
whatsoever that it was possible for me to return again to the deck
of the ship, but I did .
Then I was again put to the wheel to steer the ship and after
several days the storm calmed and it became perfectly calm and
there was not a bit of air stirring, but a very heavy swell was
rolling, and, of course, rolled the ship from side to side. This
-57-

became very monotonous and I was frightfully tired out and I went
to sleep at the wheel. The first mate happened to see me and while
there was no harm being done, nor could any other sailing ship
move because there was absolutely no wind, the mate when he saw
me asleep took a very small block and reeved a little line through it
and then he came up and struck me with that block, and, of course,
I soon woke up and he kept on hitting me with that block wherever
he managed to strike me until I got very angry, but I did nothing. I
made up my mind that that was too much to stand and I would get
even with the fellow. A few nights later when we were starting on
our homeward journey we ran into a heavy breeze and the ship was
leaning over considerably under the pressure of the wind and we
had to reeve the lower sails. I was at the wheel. This mate was
reeving the sail next to me and leaning over the leeside of the ship
where the water was constantly washing over the deck. I thought it
was an opportunity for me to get even by watching my chance,
and, just as a swell was coming, catch him by the leg and dip him
into the ocean. He would be gone and no one would know how it
happened. I left the wheel twice to do it, but somehow or other
something checked me and as good luck would have it I did not do
it which I have always been thankful for that I escaped that awful
thing which might have been a very dark spot in my mind all my
life because there is no doubt but what I would have suffered
untold agony and regret as long as I lived. While he had so
seriously wronged me, it was so customary to do those days that it
was really nothing out of the way. Every boy was treated that way
who went to sea, and while it might seem frightfully cruel, and it
was, yet at the same time it had a mighty good effect, and while the
officers in charge would go to extremes along that line we have
today swung over to the other extreme where the officer has
practically nothing to say about the management of the ship and it
is left to an inferior man who knows absolutely nothing about the
control or management of a ship on the ocean. That is to say, today
a man without brains wants to dictate to the fellow who has been
trained to that particular position and I don't know which is the
worse of the two evils.
On our return from this trip to the southern coast of Norway
and the western part of Denmark we found ships stranded and
some of them so high and dry that farmers were plowing and
sowing around the ships. The water had been that high and the
storm had been one of the most severe ones that had ever struck
that part of the world. On one little island only sixteen miles long
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we found twenty-seven ships stranded and beyond recovery and a
great many lives had been iost.
It was customary for boys when they first went to sea to serve
as cook on a small vessel and this fell to my lot on one of my first
trips where I hired out for $6.00 a month. I knew very little, if
anything, about cooking and about the second day we were out to
sea I was told to cook rice. I did not know anything about cooking
it, but having heard my mother say that salt herring should be
boiled five minutes, I thought that was the solution. So I boiled rice
five minutes and served it to the Captain and the mate and I never
heard the last of this rice as long as I was within the sound of their
voices. This was not the only experience I had in learning to cook,
but with a good punishment occasionally that pretty nearly took
the skin off my back, I soon learned and got along fairly well.
Afterwards I shipped on a larger ship and my salary was raised to
the amount of $8.00 per month, which to me seemed very large,
but, of course, after paying all necessary expenses and clothing I
did not have much of a fortune left.
On my return home I well remember arriving at about twelve
o'clock at night and had to call my father out of his sleep to open
the door and let me in. By that time my mother was awake. I sat
down and talked to them for a few minutes and then said to my
father, "Well, father, I am through going to sea." His answer was,
"I thought so. You never will amount to anything." That sank so
deep into my whole being that it discouraged me for I really
thought that he was right for I had already had some experience
and none had proved very satisfactory or successful.
When I did not want to go to sea he said, "Then I am going to
make a miller out of you," so the next move was to set me to work
in a flour mill, one of those with four wings covered with sails and
propelled by the wind and of the style of the windmills you see in
Holland, and one or two are now on exhibition in the Golden Gate
Park in San Francisco.
As I had been raised on the farm, or at least in the country
where we had a certain amount of land to cultivate, I was well used
to farm labor and every kind of work connected with it, and,
besides, my muscles and strength were very well developed and I
could carry the biggest sacks of wheat they had in this mill, and this
came in handy for the miller who otherwise would have to carry
them. Besides, my experience at sea to go up aloft gave me an
advantage in climbing the wings of the mill to trim the sails to suit
the pressure of the wind. So for this and other reasons I got into the
-59-

good graces of the miller so he was ready to do anything for me
that he could, but as misfortune seemed to follow me, it so
happened that the owner of the mill was a well-to-do man living in
luxury who had a worthless boy who tried to do a little work
around the mill occasionally, such as shovel wheat and handle
grain in various ways, and this was very much against the boy's
will, and he, of course, was trying to get out of it . His father was
foolish enough to supply him with a lot of money that he wouldn't
know how to spend except foolishly, and consequently he got into
the wrong crowd and got to drinking very heavily and sometimes
came home and abused me because I was nothing but a hired boy
who was not considered as good as a good dog in those days ..... .
In the meantime I had three uncles on my mother 's side who
seemed to have a little better opinion of me than I had myself , and
knowing that I was quite mechanically inclined they helped me to
get a chance to learn the carpenter's trade which they knew was the
only thing that I had any desire for. As a matter of fact I never
thought of anything else and it seemed my whole ambition in life
was to be a carpenter and mechanic in that line .
For a number of years I had to peddle fish . We had a little
wagon and when we didn't have enough for a team I would take
this little wagon and start out about four in the morning and go to
the city and peddle from house to house and sell this fish and return
home usually at three and four in the afternoon. Frequently on
these trips passing by carpenter shop and other places where
mechanical work was being done, I would stop and forget myself
entirely when I looked at the mechanics doing their work . This also
happened at times in cabinet makers' shops where they were doing
fine work. In this way I got quite an insight into mechanical work
and the one of these uncles of mine made it possible for me to get
quite a training in this line and at the same time learn the
carpenters' trade. In that country it was necessary to take some
instructions in mechanical drawing and that gave me a little start.
In the meantime at certain seasons of the year at least for several
years I took charge of my father's fishing business and handled it in
a very satisfactory way. That is to say that it seemed to be perfectly
satisfactory to him and other people that were in the same business
seemed to think that I was getting along very nicely, and, of course,
as I grew older I felt that I should have a little income.
I might say by the way that during the time I learned my trade I
served practically three years without getting a cent and what I had
to have for my support and for a little clothes I had to earn in odd
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hours outside of my twelve hours a day that I put in learning the
trade.
I asked my father many times if he wouldn't allow me a little
something for my work, which he had not done up to this time.
After repeated requests he finally agreed to give me 10 percent of all
I could make in the fishing business, but I made so much money for
him that he refused to pay it as it ran up too much altogether, and
all that I got out of it as near as I remember was enough to buy a
good suit of clothes which was the first and only good suit I had
had up to that time, and I had $48.00 left. This $48.00 I managed to
hide and finally buried in the earth and hid it for a long time,
thinking some day it might come in very handy for me.
At the time I was twenty years of age my brother and I went on
quite an extensive fishing trip, fishing herring. I was in full charge
of the boat and all connected with it, having complete charge of
everything. We were away from home some time , fishing in the
open ocean, going ashore from time to time in a harbor where we
could sell the herring. During this trip we made a clear profit of
about $100.00 per day for each and every day we were away,
showing that the fishing business could have been made very
profitable if it had been properly handled and extended in a way
that we do in this country.
On our return home after this fishing tour my father being
somewhat irritated or grieved over something gave me notice that I
was to leave his home. I answered immediately that I would be glad
to comply with his request. All I had in the world was $48.00,
which was buried, so that it was quite a problem for me to leave,
but nevertheless from that moment my mind was firmly fixed that I
would seek some new sphere of operation to make my fortune if
there was any in store for me. I do not think that he meant what he
said, but I know I meant what I said and made all preparations to
leave as soon as possible.
In the meantime, as already stated heretofore, it was getting
along toward the time when I would be drafted into the army,
which was against my best judgment for me to consider if there was
some way of escaping, and having heard of the United States of
America for many years and the opportunities that were there I
made up my mind that the only thing for me to do was to try to get
to this country if I could get some help to get over.
It so happened because of my knowledge of handling boats in
the ocean that one of the senators and prominent public men of the
nation lived within a short distance of my home, and he was a great
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lover of hunting and I took great pleasure in taking him out
whenever I had the time in one of our boats. I sailed the boat for
him and he did the shooting of ducks, geese, swan and other game.
I had done this for a number of years from time to time so he had
taken a great liking to me. He happened to have a son about my
own age and I was frequently invited to his house to play with this
boy. This was in 1870 and the following spring a brother of this
senator was going to immigrate to the United States and also one of
his sisters who was married and had fourteen children.
I went to him and told him my trouble and asked him if there
was not some way that he could devise plans that I could be
assisted with, what little money I needed to come to this country
and earn the money here and pay it back. He told his brother and
asked him to advance the money for me, saying that if I failed to
pay it back, he would. The result was that I was now provided with
transportation so that I got ready and went with these two families.
As already stated, one of them had fourteen children and the other
had two, so the party made altogether, twenty, besides myself.
When the day came my father never mentioned anything that
came to my knowledge about my departure, but he told this man in
my absence "I don't know what I am going to do now when Niels
leaves me, but I want to say this there is something to him and he
will make a mark for himself in this world."
I do not want it to appear that my father was bad altogether, for
he had a good many good sides to him. He was very quick and
active and I have an idea that he made a very good soldier because
there seemed to be very little fear in him, and he was not a bit
afraid of work as long as he stayed away from liquor, and while he
was quick tempered and would do things hastily at times, yet he
did a great many kind things, but when he was on one of his sprees
he became quite unreasonable and subjected us children to pretty
severe treatment, and as I was the oldest I had to bear the brunt.
My mother was just the opposite . She was a very sincere
Christian woman, kind hearted and was ready and willing to suffer
anything for the good of her children as well as her husband and
others. She always had a very good influence over us children,
frequently gathering us around her in the twilight hours and talking
to us earnestly about how we should live and how we should do to
others, to be kind and true and always to do that which was right,
and I know that that influence never left me and many times in my
younger days as I went out into the world her sayings and her
influence were quite a controlling factor in my life. She always had
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great confidence in me and whatever I did seemed always to be
right. In carrying on the fishing business, as heretofore stated, she
always thought that I was quick and active and always knew what
to do, but on the other hand she thought that my brother was
rather slow and easy-going compared with me and often would
find fault with him because he did not get around quick enough.
When I had to get up about four o'clock in the morning to go out
and sell fish or else go on the ocean she would invariably get up and
make a cup of coffee and when she went to wake me it was almost
impossible for me to get my eyes open but when she could get me
far enough awake to give me a hot cup of coffee that was a great
help and this act of kindness I could never forget for it seems that
she could get along with very little sleep although she had to do
very long days of hard work.
As already stated, the three oldest children were drowned
during the winter of 1855, leaving only myself and brother at that
time, but after that I had two younger sisters. The oldest one is now
living near St. Paul, Nebr., and the other one near Stege, M0en,
Denmark. My brother was accidently drowned in the Columbia
River in the spring of 1880.
Now it came to the time when I was leaving Denmark for the
United States with the two families of twenty. I was well used to the
ocean at this time and could go anywhere and do most anything
required on a ship as well as cook ordinary food. The company I
was with, however, had never been on the ocean and consequently
got as seasick as anyone could possibly be. It therefore became my
duty to help them out in every way that I could, cooking for them,
feeding them, cleaning around them, carrying them up on deck,
carrying them down, putting them to bed and helping them to get
out of bed, and in fact, treated practically all of them as though
they were little children under the care of a nurse. This became
quite hard work and many times I would not have time to go to my
meals and besides the food that we got on an immigrant ship those
days was very poor . But the time went on and the trip was not
especially unpleasant.
We went direct from Copenhagen up to Norway and from there
direct to New York. We were nineteen days crossing the ocean and
when we finally landed in New York very early in the spring of
1871 I think it was one of the most inspiring sights of my life to see
the shores of the United States, and the first evening while laying at
anchor at the entrance we could see the lights scattered over the
entire city and it was a most wonderful sight. We landed at the
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Castle Garden in the usual way and our company including myself
all had tickets to Albert Lea, Minn. It took us nearly two days to
get away from New York. Before leaving the old country I had
turned over my money to this man I was traveling with, who laid
out the balance, which was $60.00 and when I landed in New York
I had just 3 cents in my pocket.
Having worked as hard as I had across the water and not having
had any too much time for my meals I soon became hungry and I
bought 3 cents worth of bread, and while I had attended carefully
to our company across the water, they seemed to forget me when
we got ashore. They got food for themselves but none for me, and
as I felt that I had served them so well during the time when they
needed someone, I felt grieved to think that they would forget me,
and as I was too proud to beg for a meal, it resulted in my getting
nothing to eat for three days until we arrived in Chicago.
On arriving there I think there were in the neighborhood of five
hundred immigrants getting off two trains at the Pennsylvania
Station at the same time. Two Scandinavian immigrant boarding
house keepers were at the station to try to get as many for their
respective boarding houses or hotels as they could. They finally got
us lined up and as we crossed over one of the bridges from the West
to the South side these two immigrant agents got into a fight about
the immigrants, each one claiming the other one was trying to
undermine his business in getting more than his share, and finally it
came to blows and one of them pulled out a long knife and stabbed
the other one in the back of his neck. This happened not more than
eight or ten feet away from where I was walking. Seeing the blood
oozing out of his neck and thinking that he was dead, it naturally
gave me a sickening impression of the city and the country,
especially as it was upon an empty stomach that had nothing for
three days. But the procession went on. We got to the boarding
house and found that two very long tables were set out with
benches on each side for us to sit on and the tables were nicely
covered with white linen, plates, knives and forks, and all other
things that went with it for a good meal. We were invited to sit
down and have our first meal, and I felt that I had come to the end
of my fasting when I saw all the food that was being brought in. So
I sat down and had a good square meal. When I got up I walked up
to the proprietor and told him that if ever I could make it and come
back his way I would pay him, but at the present time I could not.
He made some remark which was not altogether complimentary,
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but apparently was impressed with my earnestness. I then went on
and had nothing until arrival in Minnesota.
We arrived early in the morning and I was sent out to a
farmhouse to see if there was some way that they could provide a
meal for our company of twenty-one. I finally found a place and
together with the rest I had the first real good substantial meal in
this country for it was real homecooking by a farmer 's wife who
evidently knew how to prepare a good substantial meal.
When we got through someone said there was an American
farmer looking for a man to work on his farm and offered $16.00 a
month and board. He hardly got the last word out of his mouth
before I jumped to the front and said that I was ready to take it and
I got it and went to work there that day. At this time I could not
speak one word of English and this was a regular, typical, Yankee
farmer. His family consisted of wife and one son and one daughter
about nineteen and twenty years, respectively. When I got to their
house I found it just a square box made of one inch boards. The
kitchen stove was in one corner, their bed in another corner
enclosed with a little calico and a square hole in the middle of the
ceiling where they stuck up a ladder in the night for the children to
go up and sleep in the attic. I was told to lay down and sleep on a
lounge about four feet away from the stove which later on in the
summer when it got hot was a rather warm corner.
I had some little belongings in the way of clothes which I had
with me and a shotgun which I valued very highly, not because of it
being worth much, but because it was the only shotgun I ever had
that was my own, and as I was a great lover of hunting I thought
that would be a great companion for me, which I found to be true,
because there was a great deal of game to be hunted in that country
in those days.
It did not take long before I adjusted myself to the circumstances and got along very well. I got up early in the morning and
did the chores and such other work as could be done around the
place before breakfast, and afterwards I was sent out to dig what
they call ditch fences, consisting of digging quite a deep trench on
each side and wall up the sod and the earth between the two ditches
and by working at this constantly for several months I fenced
pretty nearly the whole farm.
The days were long but I was very happy and contented, being
young and strong and well used to hard work as I had always had
to work in the field during harvest time at home.
Many times while working for this farmer I thought to myself
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that I could not understand how he could afford to pay me such a
salary and it came to me at different times that it would certainly
break him to pay me $16.00 a month .
It was not long until I began to pick up English and in a few
months I could understand nearly everything they said and also
began to speak a little .
I worked for this man six months at $16 .00 a month and saved
up just exactly $96 .00 which I had left at the end of six months , not
spending one cent for anything during that time, for I felt that I
could not afford to do it in view of the fact that I wanted to try my
level best to help my brother get to this country as soon as possible
as I could see there was a wonderful chance here for any young
man who was willing to apply himself to hard work, economy and
thrift. I sent this $96.00 home to my brother to come over next
Spring. In the meantime I had the $60.00 to pay for my fare, which
I earned next and paid .
About that time I went to Chicago which was the time of the
fire in October 1871 . This was rather a serious time for a young
man of so little experience to go to the city as men from all over the
country were flocking in there and they were idle by the thousands .
When I arrived I got into a boarding house where there were
thirty-two young men including myself and we all slept in one
room. Not one of them had anything to do . I only had enough
money to pay my board for a week and they all pitied me and said
that they couldn 't understand how I was going to get along because
they could speak English and couldn 't find any work , and certainly
I with my poor English could not find anything to do and they did
not know what was going to become of me. I listened to it but at
the same time said to myself that I have to have work no matter
whether there is any work here or not. It isn 't a question of couldn 't
get it, but it is a question of must have it. So I was up bright and
early in the morning and traveled up and down the empty streets
through the burned district that was still burning and smoking , and
one day I saw a man standing looking upon the ruins of a building
and up to that time I had already asked hundreds for a job but
found none, and I asked this man. He asked me if I could wheel a
wheelbarrow on a plank so as to remove the debris and clean up the
site for a new building . I told him I could. He put me to work to
clean brick first and then he went off and got me some tools and I
worked away. When I went back to the boarding house these
young men laughed at me, saying that this man was no good and
was just fooling me and I would never get anything for my work ,
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but nevertheless I went back and worked each day and when
payday came he came around and paid me.
After I got through with this job I went to another where I
carried brick and mortar and attended brick masons and other
mechanics on a seven-story building, receiving $2.50 per day out of
which I had to pay my board.
In this way I earned enough money so that the following spring
I sent enough home so that my oldest sister could come over with
my brother and they both came together in the spring of 1872 and
they both made good in this country. Had my brother not had the
misfortune of being drowned in the Columbia River I am quite
satisfied that he would have been very well fixed today as he
already had a splendid beginning and was on the road to success.
My sister married a young man and went out to Nebraska on a
farm. They struggled along for a number of years and had rather a
hard time of it, but finally made good and today they are very well
and comfortably situated having two or three farms all paid for and
some considerable income besides.
Sometimes during the year of '72 I became acquainted with the
Danish Baptist Church which was then located on Noble St. and
the Pastor at that time being H. A. Reichenbach. While I had been
brought up in the Lutheran Church, after attending this Baptist
Church for some time and being somewhat familiar with the New
Testament Doctrine, I concluded that they were much nearer to the
Bible truth than the Lutheran Church, and furthermore, they
practiced a much better Christian life, so that I finally joined them,
and I want to say that the influence which Mr. Reinchenbach and
the whole church had on my whole life was very marked and I have
always believed that whatever little success I have had in this world
is more or less due to the influence which they extended over me, as
well as the influence with which I was naturally surrounded
afterwards because of my connection with the Baptist Church. I
have come far short of living up to all of the beauitul principles laid
down, but at the same time it has always been a guide which has
had a very good influence over my life.
By the early summer of '72 I felt that I had learned enough
English so that I could go to work at my trade as carpenter which I
did. After having worked a week or so the proprietor came around
and paid me off at the rate of $3.50 per day, which I thought was
out of all reason and more than any man could earn. So I went to
him and told him that while I had learned the carpenter's trade in
the old country, I knew nothing about it here, and besides not be\
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ing able to speak very much English, I thought some day he would
come and tell me to do something that I didn't know how and he
would let me out, but that if he would have a little patience with me
I would be glad to work for him for $2.50 a day so that he would
have a little something for his trouble and possibly for my failure to
come up to the expectations of a first-class mechanic. He laughed at
me and said he thought I was as good a mechanic as he had on the
job and was perfectly willing to pay me $3.50 a day. I told him I
was not willing to take if for fear my job would not last at that
rate. He then laughed and said if I was foolish enough to work for
$2.50 a day he would accept my proposition, which he did, and I
want to say that this is perhaps one of the wisest things I did for
from that day he took great interest in me and his foreman helped
me out in every way he could.
It was not long before he had a number of quite large contracts
and the general foreman or superintendent had to make a good
many of the detail drawings of the various kinds of work. As I had
already had some experience in the old country in this line I helped
him out in the evenings after working hours and when he found
that I was handy at drawings he gave me a splendid opportunity to
learn some more and besides he helped me out during the day to get
on to the various kinds of work and also gave me a chance to figure
on various jobs when he had to make the estimates. In that way I
got a good foundation for a contractor. I stayed with him quite a
long time and it was not long until he began to advance me and in a
comparatively short time I was getting big pay and had a splendid
position having charge of a large amount of their work .
In the meantime my brother and sister, of course, paid me back
what I had laid out for them and I was saving up considerable
money and got ahead very nicely and gradually drifted into
contracting for myself and did very well in a small way.
I finally took a contract to build a double brick building in what
was known as Hyde Park on 57th St., which is now a part of the
City of Chicago. I had a good contract on this building and would
have made some money except for the fact that the owner and the
contractor that he had let the work to by a smooth trick in law
fooled me out of all my money. I put up the building and almost
completed it. Paid for all the material and labor and never got one
cent for my work or material. It was strictly a fraud which should
have been stopped by law, but under the laws of Illinois I found
that I could not do it, and the facts were that I lost everything I had
saved up to that time.
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I then got quite discouraged and disheartened and concluded
that I wanted to leave Chicago and in the summer of '76 I went to
San Francisco where I went to work at my trade and got along
nicely. I got a little ahead again and put my money in the Pioneer
Savings Bank and in the spring of '77 I went up to Astoria, Oregon.
During that summer the San Francisco Bank failed and I lost every
cent that I had in there.
In the meanwhile my brother and I got interested in the fishing
business in Astoria.
Before leaving San Francisco I was married to Hannah Erickson
and during the summer in Astoria we tried very hard to save up
something so as to get ahead again and we managed to save up a
little something, but had some sickness which took most of it and
when we heard that the San Francisco Bank had failed and we lost
all our money we felt quite discouraged. I went up town and
bought a box of good apples that cost 50 cents, which was a big
price in those days, and an Oregonian, which up to that time we
felt we couldn't afford to keep. I brought it home, opened the box
and sat down on it and started to eat apples and read the paper and
asked Mrs. Blagen to come and have an apple. She looked at me in
perfect surprise and astonishment and knowing that we had lost
everything we had and for me to become so extravagant all at once
she looked at me and said very earnestly, "Have you lost your
mind7" I smiled and said, "No, but if it was all to go that way we
might as well have a little good out of it ourselves."
It was customary for fishermen after they had fished salmon
during the summer season that some of them would buy enough
twine for a salmon net and during the winter months when they
had nothing to do they would make it and in the spring they would
have a fish net that would be worth $300.00 or $400.00. But a great
many of them ran short of money during the winter and especially
fellows that were inclined to drink, and during the winter one
fellow that had been making a net came around one day and said
that he had a fish net that he wanted to sell. I told him I had no
money . I couldn't buy it but he kept coming and pressing me very
hard to buy it as it was hard to sell because the cannerymen would
not buy any outside nets because it would encourage the fishermen
to steal nets of the cannery and sell them. He came again and again
and finally asked me how much money I had. I told thim I only had
$29.00 and he finally said, "Take the net for it." I told him I didn't
think I could do that because it was all the money I had. My wife
and I consulted together what to do, but not being fully satisfied,
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she suggested that we draw straws. So I made up straws, one long
and one short, and held them in my hand, she not knowing what
was the long, and it was understood that if she drew the long straw
we should buy the net. She drew the long straw. We bought the net
and I completed it during the winter, and my brother and I built
two very nice fishing boats. The following summer I made a net
profit of $2800.00 off of this net. This, of course, was a very nice
beginning.
We then went into the fishing business on a larger scale. We
selected a site for a cannery which we would build as soon as we
could afford it. This site was at Ilwaco, Wash., long before anyone
had thought of this location. A number of years afterwards,
however, a cannery was located in that very place. We went ahead
and made a little money with our boats and fishing business.
About this time I had made a little money some of which I had
already invested in boats and nets preparatory to going into the
salmon business on a large scale as soon as we could make
sufficient money to do this.
Right here I will have to go back and tell about my early experience. When first starting to learn the carpenter's trade in Europe, I
learned to build seagoing fishing boats, and it so happened that
while I was in Chicago there was a German family operating fish
traps immediately outside of South Chicago in Lake Michigan, and
they were doing a very profitable business, but they had no
experience in seagoing fishing or boats, only having flat-bottom
skiffs. Consequently they could not go out to empty their traps and
get the fish on a stormy day, and some of the neighbors that knew
me from the old country had told them that I knew how to build a
seagoing boat. Consequently they came to me and asked me about
it. I told them I could. They immediately employed me to go out
and build them a boat that would be capable of going out on Lake
Michigan in stormy weather, when otherwise they would have to
leave it there and on stormy days the fish were dashed against the
crib of the trap so that they died. So in that way it was a great loss
to them not to empty the trap every day. I built and completed a
boat with sails and all and took it out for them a few times, but as
they were utterly unaccustomed to sailing boats in rough weather
they concluded to employ me for a short time to teach them how to
operate it, which I did and there learned all about a fish trap.
Largely because of my early experience in making fish nets, and by
just seeing how it was made, it was a very easy matter for me to
make and construct a fish trap.
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Now I will come back to my experience at Astoria at the time
last referred to. I went to one of the most prominent cannerymen
there and I told him I had $2,000.00 which I could use for a fish trap
and that I thought it would take $2,000.00 more to fully complete it
and that I thought it would be a splendid thing in the Columbia
River. His reply was that the Indians had tried that time and again
and it had always been proved that a fish trap would not stand in
the Columbia River as there was too much drift wood. Not
knowing very much about this I was naturally a little intimidated. I
had had a hard experience losing all my earnings twice and I had
just now gotten started again, and, therefore, was not willing to
take any chances on losing it again, and while I was willing to risk
the $2,000.00 I was not willing to risk all I had. The result was that
I did not put the trap in. Had I done so at that time I would have
made so much money that it is utterly out of the question to
calculate how much it might have been, but it certainly would have
run into the millions and many of them because it was at least
twelve years after that before anyone else ever constructed a trap
there. When they did it was a well-known fact that it was the best
kind of a gold mine that anyone has ever dreamed of. I am just
telling this in order to show how little things that will happen in a
man's lifetime might lead to great success which is in a way
unthought of and not planned for. Just think of the early experience
I had with fishing nets, the incidental connection that I had in
Chicago with the fish trap and then again that I should come to the
Columbia River just at the time when such nets would have been
the biggest kind of a business venture and wonderful success in a
business way. Of course I did not get the fruit of my experience as I
might have had, but it was not because I did not have the chance. It
was partly because of being a little timid, and, of course, I was not
sure but what the statement of this canneryman was correct - that
a trap would not stand there on account of the drift wood. It is now
a well-known fact that not many years after that hundreds, and I
suppose thousands, of these traps were constructed in the
Columbia River and were so profitable that they became so thick
there was hardly a place to put them and the lawmak~rs finally had
to make laws to abolish them because they were obstructing
navigation and had a tendency to allow silt and sand to accumulate
to such an extent as to osbtruct the channel and stop navigation
and today they are very largely legislated out of existence, but
while they were in use they were one of the biggest revenueproducing instruments that has ever been contrived of any kind.
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In the spring of 1880 my brother, Peter, had the misfortune of
being drowned in the Columbia River during a frightful storm. This
discouraged me so I gave up the idea of continuing my fishing
operations on the Columbia.
I then went back to my mechanical work, first doing a little
contract work in Astoria, then going to Portland and from there to
the Dalles, Oregon, where I worked for a while having charge of a
contractor's business and then I went into the contracting business
for myself. One of the first contracts I took was for the building of
a courthouse and I also built one hotel, a school house, and a
number of other buildings. I stayed there until the early part of '83
and made a little money so that I had $8,000.00 or $10,000.00 and
little other assets, and then I went to Portland.
The first contract I took in Portland was the building of the
Portland Flour Mill below Albina in Portland which I constructed
during the summer of '83. I took this contract $10,000.00 below
everybody else and it was generally considered that I could not
come out without losing money, but I made a very fair profit and
came out of it with a great deal of satisfaction to the owners as well
as myself. It seems that everyone connected with it was very much
pleased with the work and the way it was handled and completed
six days ahead of time, they having made a contract that I was to
pay $100.00 for each and every day that it took longer than the
specified date, and at the same time also that they pay me $100.00 a
day for each day that I completed before that date, and, therefore,
they paid me $600.00.
After this during the same year I put up three buildings for
myself in Albina, costing about $16,000.00, and during the winter
between '83 and '84 I did considerable work for the Northern
Pacific Terminal Co. During the years '84 and '85 I put up some
buildings in Portland and did considerable work for the Northern
Pacific Railroad in various parts of the country, building stations,
roundhouses, water tanks, and other work of various kinds
including the inclines which were built at Pasco and Kennewick to
facilitate the crossing of the Columbia River before the bridge was
built at Kennewick. This was quite a large piece of work and
required considerable time and also ran into quite a little money.
Early in the spring of '86 I was requested to go over the right-ofway of the Northern Pacific Railroad from Puget Sound to Ellensburg crossing at the Stampede Pass with a view to bid on it, which I
did, and in so doing I joined with John Hale and J. H. Smith.
Between us we secured the entire contract for the construction of
-72:...._

the entire line from Ellensburg to four miles east of what is known
as Green River Hot Springs, being twenty-five miles east of Eagle
Gorge, with the exception of the big tunnel which was being built
by Nelson Bennett. This was a very heavy piece of work and
through a mountainous country that has but a short season of
favorable weather, having twelve feet of snow on the level of the
summit during the first winter we were there.
We were to complete this work in two years, but after having
taken it the U.S. Congress tried to pass a bill to forfeit the Northern
Pacific Land Grant because of their failure to complete their line
through to the Pacific Coast. Consequently they got very anxious
and through some connivance they got Mr. Hale and Mr. Smith to
agree to complete this work in one year instead of two, for which
they were amply compensated, but left me out so that I did not
share in it except the hard work and the extra effort and expense to
complete the work in one year instead of two, being in partnership
I was necessarily bound by their bargain. I could, of course, have
had a long drawn out lawsuit but this I could not afford and
therefore I had to get in and do the best I could.
It was my business to furnish all the timber and ties and
construct all the bridges and trestles, which were a very large
number, there being thirty-one on the switchback alone. This being
only a temporary part of the road eight miles long, built for the
purpose of connecting over the mountains where the big tunnel was
being constructed. I had to put in several sawmills, logging camps,
and all that go with them to saw the lumber and then haul it from
the mill to the various structures along the line, and construct these
bridges and trestles ahead of the laying of the track. One sawmill I
had to move over the top of the Cascade Mts. from the east side
down on the west side where there was no road. In many places
along hillsides that were so steep that I had to put up block and
tackle to hold the load from rolling down the hill. I managed to get
the sawmills in and operated them day and night as well as I was
able, and take it altogether I was very successful both in logging
and operating these mills, supplying the material and delivering it
to its destination at a very reasonable rate.
Many of the bridges that I built were across gulches that were
very steep, but I invented an overhead cable which was constructed
in Portland and I erected these cables at every canyon or gulch and
hoisted timber up and lowered into the gulch and raised the bents
with the same contrivance. In this way I could handle a large
amount each day very economically. Had it not been for this and a
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number of other contrivances which I invented for this work I
would never have been able to complete it in the short time
allotted.
During the winter between '86 and '87 as stated, we had twelve
feet of snow on the level, and in some places where it had drifted in
it was much more than that and for some months we shoveled
snow every day , having approximately one thousand Chinamen
shoveling . The snow drifted in every night as fast as we could
shovel it out in the daytime. This was both expensive and very
discouraging. At one time we were snowed in and could not get out
nor get any -food in, and as a matter of fact there was some danger
of our livestock as well as ourselves perishing , but by sending men
out with snowshoes we got enough food in so as to keep alive , and I
happened to have a pretty good stock of hay that kept not only my
own livestock, but that of other contractors as well, from starving
to death .
We got over the winter and when spring came we had some of
the worst floods that I have ever seen . I myself came near losing my
life by trying to swim across with a horse on Green River a short
distance above Green River Hot Springs . The horse went down
stream and was lost under a big jam and I never saw him again. I
had a number of narrow escapes while on this work as I had to
travel a long distance over the mountains and through the timber
under any and all conditions both day and night. One time I carried
a small amount of money which was necessary at the front and was
followed by four highwaymen , but as I had the best horse I escaped
only by a small margin.
This construction was finally completed thirteen months after
taking the work , but it cost me a great deal more than if I had had
the full allotted time in which to complete it, so that my margin of
profit was not near what it should have been . Nevertheless, taking
it as a whole, I came out of it fairly well financially, but I suffered
so much hardship and privation and I had so much worry that I
was worn out and weak when I finally got through . I had to
operate in there sometime after this contract was finished because
of furnishing lumber for various other construction , including
snow sheds, and furnishing practically all the timber that Nelson
Bennett used for the lining of the Stampede Tunnel.
I should have told that when I was ten years of age I fell on the
ice and cracked my kneecap on the left knee and had a stiff and
crooked leg for two years. It finally was brought out and
apparently all right. I never noticed anything being wrong until the
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time when I went over the Cascade Mountains looking over this
work. I was out ten nights and part of that time was in the snow
getting wet every day. Rheumatism set in that knee and I never got
over it fully. After getting through with this work I had a serious
time for two years. I came pretty near losing the use of this knee but
by constant application of massage treatment by a expert Swedish
massage doctor I managed to relieve it to such an extent that I got
the rheumatism out of it again and have gotten along very well
since, although it will always give me more or less trouble, but take
it altogether I have been very thankful that I have had no more
serious trouble. Nevertheless I shall always feel that the work in the
Cascade Mountains in '86 and '87 was very severe on me and I shall
always feel the effect of it.
Late in '87 I felt that I would have to take a rest and
consequently we went back to Europe visiting our old homes both
in Denmark and Norway, having with us our oldest girl, Emma,
and we came back in the spring of '88. I was not much better and
continued the massage treatment a long time.
In the summer of '88 I took the contract to build the Jewish
Synogogue in Portland on 12th and Main Sts., and in '89 I took the
contract to build the Puget Sound Flouring Mills plant, including
the flouring mill, grain elevator, warehouses and docks at Tacoma.
This work was taken just about the time of the Seattle fire when all
the business part of the city of Seattle burned up. Therefore
building material took a very sudden advance, but it so happened
that it burned the day before the bids were opened for this work
and I, therefore, changed my bid to allow for such advance as I
expected would take place. I did not miss it much and I made a very
fair profit on this work. After that I had some Government
contracts and other work in different parts of the country. In 1892 I
took the contract to build the First Baptist Church in Portland,
called the "White Temple," located on the corner of 12th and
Taylor Sts . During the time of the construction of this building I
also put up a number of other buildings in Portland, and some
bridges. This work was completed by the first of January '94.
By this time a severe panic had struck the country and we had
very hard times, not much of anything to do, and contract work
was very scarce on the Pacific Coast. Consequently I went East in
'96 and took a contract for a part of the construction of the
Metropolitan Water Supply for the City of Boston and I worked
there during '96, '97 and completed it in '98. During this same
period I also laid a 4' steel riveted pipe line eight miles long for the
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City of New Bedford. Part of this pipe line was laid four miles
across the swamp where the pipe had to be carried on trestles and I
had to construct a railroad across this swamp and some other land
for the purpose of carrying earth, sand and gravel to cover the pipe
as it was laid and completed.
After this was completed I came back home to Portland where
my family had resided all the time and took work in different parts
of the country, including some railroad work. I took several
contracts for filling in trestles on the Northern Pacific Railroad,
some of which I sublet. I continued the contract business until
about 1903.
About the spring of 1899 I bought the sawmill at Bucoda, a mill
that was supposed to cut about 100,000 feet per day and there were
nearly 4000 acres of timberland that went with it. I operated this
for some time and would have continued · and built up a large
business had it not been for the interference on the part of the
farmers living along the Skookumchuck River in which stream I
was driving the logs to the mill, having a dam located about twelve
miles above Bucoda, and by means of storing the water and
opening the dam at intervals I could drive the logs to the mill
during the driest part of the season, but these farmers along the
stream were annoying and making trouble all the time and finally
together with a couple of politicians and a lawyer they tried to stop
me from operating the stream altogether. While I could have
overcome it and gotten around it in some way, I didn't think it was
worth while to spend the time and money in litigation and trouble
of this kind. So I sold out.
On the first day of November 1905 I came to Hoquiam and
found that some parties had started what is now the Grays Harbor
Lumber Co. and they were dissatisfied with their investment and
operation of this mill as it was not paying and I bought them out. s
While it was comparatively small yet what little machinery they
had was good and I thought I could see a chance to build up a good
plant and business and from this small beginning we have been able
to build up a very fine business enjoying a very pleasant position in
the lumber world both on this Coast and the East, but especially in
the eastern market where we have been able during a good many
years to build up a very substantial and satisfactory trade. When I
first took hold of it they employed sixty-three men and cut about
fifteen million feet a year. Now we are employing about eight
hundred men and last year cut 175,000,000 feet. Were it not for the
car shortage we could easily cut and ship 200,000,000 feet a year.
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The building up of this business, however, was not smooth
sailing for a number of years. The first day after buying the plant a
frightful storm occurred that caused the water and waves to rise so
high that nearly everything was under water and afloat. Logs, trees
and all kinds of debris was washing in around the plant, tearing
things to pieces, and when I went out and looked at it my heart
went down and I asked myself, "What have I done," as it looked to
me as though the whole thing would wash away. Lumber was
flying in every direction, floating away and logs were jumping over
the boom and big trees would get under the dock and tear it up and
altogether it looked pretty blue. But this passed over and we went
on but had a very hard struggle for many years as the lumber
business was in a very bad condition and a great many mills were
not able to make both ends meet and we also had a very hard
struggle at times, but eventually after we increased the efficiency of
the mill and produced more and more lumber extending our trade
in every direction we begin to gain, but it was slow and required
years to build up a trade that was in any way commensurate with
the investment and undertaking, but we finally made good and of
late years have had a very profitable business. 6
The building up of the business of the Grays Harbor Lumber
Co. has been largely due to the efficient management and operation
of my son, Clarence, as well as the assistance rendered by Henry
and Frank. If there is any special credit due to me it is in the fact
that I had the foresight to see the future of this business before I
bought it because the buying and going into it was done very
largely on my own judgment as the boys were too young at that
time to have any real knowledge of this business, or what might be
done with it, but the operation and successful development have
been largely due to their efficiency, and especially is due to
Clarence's ability to handle the whole operation .....
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was on a hill, had a view and was above the flat and swampy land that most of
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many other mills. Some smart and sly salesmen would tell their customers that
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